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ABSTRACT
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Dialects and Educational Equ,ty
Language inevitably plays a central role in education. It is used as a means of transmitting

information and is an essential ingredient in the development and evaluation of particular
educational.skills. 11 addition, language is a vehicle of social identification as people react to
one another based on the way they speak. The importance of language in education, coupled
with its social significance, makes it a key factor in the struggle for educational equity.

Over the past two decades, a great deal of research has been undertaken on language
diversity in American English, particularly among the economically impoverished and
ethnically and socially isolated members of our societythose groups who speak whir. has
been labeled "nonstandard English." Research on these varieties has raised some fundamen-
tal social and educational issuesmatters that cannot be ignored by those vested with the
responsibility of educating all students. Dialects and Educational Equity attempts to ad-
dress some of these issues on the basis of what is currently known about language variation.

Our concern is the dissemination of information relevant to the needs of practitioners, and
the format of this series is designed to highlight this orientation. Each booklet is arranged in
a question-answer format, with the questions representing the kinds of issues raised by prac-
titioners in surveys, workshops, and discussion groups and the answers based on current
research information addressing the concerns. The first two booklets, Dialogue on
Dialects and Exploring Dialects. address preliminary concerns about dialect differences
whi!e the booklets, Speech Pathology and Dialect Differences, Reading and Dialect
Differences, and Language Arts and Dialect Differences, address more specialized
educational issues. At the end of each discussion in the booklets, certain other readings are
suggested for those who may wish to pursue more information on a particular topic.

Practitioners and ress archers in the areas of specialization considered have guided the
development of these publications from the initial planning to the final products. In addition,
staff consultants at ill t. Center for Applied Linguislics, Roger W. Shia/ and Peter A. l'iddy. ad-
vised on many phases of the prolFt. Lance Potter, of our staff, researched many topics of
relevance. and Marlene 7ack attended to the fine detaiis of typing the original booklets.
Finally. Diane Bartosh, f)f the Publications Pa,gram at the Center for Applied Linguistics,
developed the layout and edited the final tr nuscript. Our appr,yciation is extended to these
individuals, as well as the many anonymons practitioners who originally brought our atten-
tion to the issues raised here

Donna Christian
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Walt Wa Orono
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Preface

Dialects
The topic of dialects has received
considerable attention recentlyin
newspapers. on television. and in
schools. IVs not always clear,
however, what Is meant by "dia
leds." What does the term
DIALECT refer to?

Where do language differences
come from?
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Preface
I.

Curiosity about dialects is inevhable. We can't help but wonder about different pronuncia-
tions of words or different word usage. As Ivy put it in Grapes of Wrath. "I knowed you wasn't
Oklahomy folks. You talk queer kinda-That ain't no blame, you understan'." Many questions
accompany our recognition of different dialects: Where is that person frobl? Why do people
speak the way they do? Which is the correct way of speaking?

The significance of recbgnizing different dialects goes beyond simple curiosity. Along with the
recognition of dialects may go strong feehngs about the character of people. Educators
sometimes make assessment.s and classifications based on how students speak; employers
make placement and hiring decisions based on hstening to how people talk. The ramifications
of dialect differences. then. are of no %pall consequence?

Because of the possible significance of dialect differences, it is important to understand some
of the basic issues that revolve around them This booklet provides the kind of information that-
addresses many.of the recurring questions undedying the recognition of dialects. The questions
addresced here represent those asked by people in a range of contexts- from those dsked out
of curiosity at a ( asual social gathering to those asked as a basis for making an essential educa
tional decision ab-ut a child's future

We are indebh to a number of specific peopk, who commented on a preliminary version of
this bookkt as well as to those who first contributed to the questions represented here. In par-
ticui tr. Ralph Faso Id (Georgetown University). Roger W Shuy (Center for Applied Linguistics).
Bill Levine (H..ward County School System). Anne Moughon ((eorgia State Department of
Education). and Jessie Roderick (Univers:ty ot Maryland) made helpful recommendations on
our earli(r draft

Walt Wolfram
1)onna Christian



DIALECTS

The topic of dialects has )seceived considerable attention
recentlyin newspapers, on television, and in schools. It's
not always clear, however, what is mekant by "Dialects." dr

What does the term DIALECT refer to?

The term "dialect" is actually used in several different way. One is a technical
meaning uied by students of language and, within this group, there is general agree
ment on what this term meal.

In the technicai meaning, dialect refers to any given variety of a language shared by
a group of speakers. These varieties usually correspond to differences of other types
between the groups, such as geographical location, social class, or age. People who
share important social and regional characteristics will typically speak quite similarly,
and those who do not will often differ in their language as well The.definition is not a
rigorous one, but it carries an important implicajion. In this technical use of the term,
the relative status of a dialect with respect to other dialects of the language (its "social
position") is irrelevant. The term used this way is completely neutralthere is no
evaluation implied, either positive or neative.

For example, a difference between English dialects has been found in the use of
anymore. Some dialects require that anymore be used only in negative sentences like
Houses in this neighborhood aren't cheap anymore. In other dialects, it :an also occur
in positive sentences like Houses in this neighborhood are expensive anymore. This
difference usually corresponds to regional characteristics. The important point here is
that neither use is right or wrong although some dialects contain a restriction ori
anymore (only in negative sentences) that others do not have. According to the
technical meaning of dialect, one pattern is not "better" than another.

A second significant consequence of the technical meaning of dialect is that you
cannot speak a language without speakng a dialect of that language. Everyone is part
of some group which can be distinguished from other groups. and one of these group
ings depend,: on how you talk. In other words. if you speak the E:pgl;sh language, you
necessarily speak some dialect of the English language

How does the non-technical use of "dialect" differ from the
technical meaning?

There are several popular ways in which the term dialect is used. each differing
to some degree from the technical meaning. One of the most common uses of the
term carries a negative connotation. unlike the neutral. technical meaning_ -Dialect- is
sornetnnes used to refer to a particular social or geographical variety of English which
is not the "standard'. one For example. a native rnidwesterner might say "That person
speaks a dialect" after hearing the speech of a Black from the deep South or a rural
Appalachian White This use of the term also assumes that only certain groups of Two
ple speak a dialect These implications are unwarranted since everyone speaks st

variety' or dialect of their language. and any evaluation of relative ment is based on
social, not linguistic. grounds

he label is also sometimes used as synonym of "langnage For example. you
might hear minierine soy -There me many Afric an &ale( ts" or American Indimis
speak a large nundwr of different dialects In ti distinction between separate
languages can be made, and this use of -dialect- usually our tits only when the
speaker is unfamiliar with the situation and language, being talkol abont Fr)!
pk, surneone who might make the oh, WV 'A.144114'10', VO ilili I pronahly In )1 sar; -thew
are many cIi.il' ts spuken iii 1 utr)i)e.. iii tefervIi( e 14) the (1111,4,411 language., in
Eurupe
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Students of a language often object to the popules usage of "dialect" because of
this negative sense it carries and the different interpretations that are possible.
Sometimes, terms like language variety, language difference, or linguistic diversity are
used to convey the technical sense so that misinterpretations from thg different uses' of
the term "dialect" can be avoided.

What about the term ACCENT? Is there a special meaning fdr that,
too?

When it comes to language differences, the term accent is usually used to.refer to
hoot/ people pronounce words. So. if a verson pronounces car without the final 4'. as in
cah. or tree* something like crick, someone might refer to this as characteristic al a
particular accent. The reference to accent may include differences other than pronun-
ciation. but the focus is usually on pronunciation.

Several situations in which the term "accent" might occur can illustrate more
clearly how it is used. These occurrences also give a basis for comparing what is
meant by "accent" with the uses of "dialect" ,

(a) A French waiter asks some diners what they would like to order His question
i; English. but the pronunciation mounds as if hu were using French rather
than English sounds. The patron might remark. "That waiter has a very heavy
accent."

(b) Soineone who grew up in neortheastern New England visits Chicago. The na.
Wit, Chicagoan might observe ."That person has a real New.England accent."

(c) Shmeone originally from Chicago visits northeastern New England. The New
Englander might observe "That person from*Chicago says some words with a
real strong accent

The first siti oion involves somesane who presumably learned English as a second
language and still shows influence from the native language This is the classic

"foreign accent" which might be more specifically 1M-ivied as a "French accent."
"Swedish accent." etc The other situations--(b) and (c) contain referenct,s
ference within a language In this respect. "accent" is closer to the term "dialect" we
just discuswd Of course, it is more testricted in that "accent" refers primarily to pto
nunciation and thew are differences other than pronunciation among dialects

The term "accent" carries some implications like those for the popular use of
dialect. but they are typically less severe Altbmfgh each variety includes IN owo
peculiar pronurIciation pattern of En9lish. the assumption is often made that only
"other people- have accents Thus, the native Chicagoan meeting someone from New
England may think it is only the New Englander who speaks with an accent, while the
native New Englander meeting the Chicagoan may think that it is only the Chicagoan
who speaks with an accent In reality: of course. both of them "have an a('cent- Just as
evervi )11e speaks a dialect Although there Me Sc mietinies negative connotarli ins
assiglated with "having an accent." time ( an be twisitive 4,valuations as well I

stance. ITIaMi North Ament :ms iii iIiI a "British ail ent" in high tegaid

So. differences between dialects can be found in the way things are
pronounced. What other kinds of language differences are there?

I halects or language varuities may differ him) t'a ii f.thc.r at several 14. Os in midi
!Dm ti) sir( mum Intl( m fatrb; obvious diff4Thot s. is In vocabulary amp, 'Mi um, of
a ti.ou Wu. Nom N4.14. c 11,1:.i1Id I., toil v.11.1 n1 411,1 101111
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called pop, soda pop, or simply soda is a basic vocahulary variation The retention of
the term icebox by older generations where the younger generation may use
refrigerator also reflects this level of difference.

Dialects also vary from each other in the grammatical patterns of the language
systemthe way items combine to form sentences. For exampk different ways of
forming an indirect question such as He asked co.uld he go to the rniwies versus He
asked if he could go to the maules or different negative patterns such as He didn't do
anything versus He didn't dc iiothing reflect basic grammatical alternatives. In some
dialects, both alternatives are used: in olhers. only one is found.

The extent of variation in our language is not limited to the form of particular
items. It is also possible for varieties to differ in how particular forms are used in the
context of speech interaction. Thus, a northerner and a southerner may both be
familiar with the respect terms sir and Ma'am but use them in varying situations. The
elifferent social rules governing respect and familiarity may be reflected in language
rules for the use of these forms Such differences in language use. e'ten -related to
social and'cultural differences, are sometimes hard to pinpoint, but they can be highly
sensitive areas of difference between groups.

Where do langurage differences come from?

Language differences ultimately reflee basic behavior differences between groups of
people. There may be diverse reaspns underlying differences in lAnguage. but they all
leadto this basic principle. Given physical or social separation of one type or another,
language differences can be expected to follow. Also, as language changes (and it is
always changing), ifferences between groups emerge as they follow different paths

In the United States. both physical and social facts are responsible for the variation
. in English. Many of the regional differences in American English can be traced to
combinations of physical factors in the country's history and geography Some pat
terns can be explained by looking at settlement history. which reveAs the patterns of
the early settler.; The movement of the population, historically and currently, also hati
a bearing on the language of regions. since differences can be expected to coincide
with the maior drifts of the ponulation hnally. characteristics of physical geography
must be considered Natural ban rS such as momitatns and nvers have historically cut
off people from each other creating a natimil basis for differences to emerge and be
maintained

Many sokial fat lois ate also re,ponsible for tf4rufl'of the divetqty in ways of speak
ing Clat,s and status distinctunis flanitl 1 our society are reflected in language
difference., as Wy.11 We would certainly & xrsixt that the greater the sot-tal distance be
tween groups. the greater the laiWuage diffeient Vs Tin, Inuit doe- n't'alwav., work
exactly. but it is a reasonably a4( mite leflertif It I )f how language tliffer evict.% t an be
expected tti reflet I (11( 111) dIffPtent t'S

Wi' considet tits general print, de that J146'1111(1". h4llls411 qtf wirs «)Treldh
With 14111q1INC different It SCs'in Teti ollahle ti) expl.0 that a lawyeer hi MI
the deep Stunt) will speak 1.114 differently film) a ?ahem or ktng clay. rwi

.q a VAN. Appalat hidit Winot sit an Ist)i,ai'd ITV)110(1111 ate,1 diffs'Ivntik;
ft, ni a Ma( k ahfiatlia humtio.s wke.-ithve N. utu that the ( halal tettlattf itt ItH ;itch,
ht,..toat ;In mi htiu fat t); N. all II whit h ha% /Wel; pt btninent Iii
IIIs?uIuqu1I'I tti .0,) q.11%Hlttol ft, ill,. at 11 "ther .11 Attleth aft Intl; .1 ,0111.
do511111 Iii ',IN te itmluttatit ih illy hr ;tarHilt.ii lantaaqe d:ffereni



4 DIALECTS

If we elrminakied some of the social differenes Imtween groups of
Americans, would it follow that language differences would be
eliminated?

APO

Based on the understandmg of I;ow dialects came about to begin .with, we would
certainly expect that language differences would be minimized if differences between
groups Of Americans were minimized To a certain extent, however, this question is
purely academic Geographic dispersion is unavoidable, given a population of over
200 million And, although we certainly strive to eliminate social inequalities. social
.and ethnic differences are a part of the history which makes up this country's heritage
We care safely predict that none of us will be here to witness the day when d:fferences
in American English no longer exist

What are the main differences between dialects of English?

Dialects vary at all the level, f language difference discussed earlier Studies of
various dialect groups indic i. that regional dialects tefid to be distinguished by pro
nunciation and vocabulary I %tures. while social dialects show variation in these areas
as well as m grammatical usage We alight guess that someone was from Massa
chusetts if they pronounced the word spelled idea with an r sound at the end (Wear)
and "dropped" the r on a word like car icah) Many of these pronunciation differ
ences concern the vowel sounds in words For instance, southern regional dialects ,
often vary from others m the way they pronounce words with vowel glides, like line or
nde People from these areas would most likely say something like Win or rahd,
where people from. say. northern areas would pronounte- them with the glide Other
pronunciation variants involve partkular words rather fhan sos of words Route for
some people rhymes with boot, for others. with bout These pronunciation differences ,.
are typically what is referred to as *accent as we secIW above Regional dialects also
differ in the words they use to refer to certain thipris Depending of what part of the
country you were in. for instan(e. you would ni.ed to order a subri.arine 4 hoagie, or
a grinder to get a particular kind of sandwich flater ought he obuenetithrough a
jaw et. a top. or a spigot childwn winild furor' or rewrnble ne 1,f their parents These
alternative voc abulary dente, are readily Matt t1 and ( e unmerited 'in when speakers
from different witions meet

Sig dialects not only 4iiiw variation In voi abulary items and prominciatum
features. they also often have differenres in atea*; of grannnar A member of tt POin
TWA fanning' ("immunity might sat; You wets right anti 1 done a while a naddle class
ofke, worker might use You ure right and I did it ineamng the Same thing These
variations around the verb are typical of s, ime (if the unite frequent gra,nmatKal dif
ferences hetween dialects These affe: t the system,. for relating subjects to verbs fir
agreenwrit patterns) nd for c fitUrtniq a ftinai of the verb (or a p,utu friar tense

How many different dialects of American Englisi) are there?

Irtwie Is no widelii apeed upi inv.% er t$ thus tineAle tnt ever, after decades of
research on different( Vs in Attislir an I tirksh W.' an talk as As* the
many itifhlwitec at the Tee( h patterns of diffewnt groups pesiple but iding
where ina"lialert ends and an-other beinns and lmos, Mani, there are is. si different
matter I haierts .1., tit it Jane at neat little self ( ontauteti pat haw,. .mst Ulant
fat tots itf %MTV/P.4 sishine..s..sf important e must be t otisideroti

!hew haw .nme attempts to dehneate iftlet I 'pimp,. hi, tegie as kvir!ent,.
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LANGUAGE STANDARDS

of reg ional dialects generally recognize several rAlljor dialect areas in the U S and a
number of subareas within them Although many cautions are given about the lines
of demarcation and tile importance of.different lines,. the map of dialects (ftom
Discovering American Dialects by Roger W Shuy) is representative of a fairly corn
mon pattern of dialect demarcation This map Just givp a regional distribution,
however Within an4 aCTOS areas. there are social. ethnic. age. and sex consideazions
as well, which will, of coursectmtplicate the picture immensely

Easton

5

w rt 4:40

Suggested Readings

Many introductory linguistics and sociolinguistics texts discuss the concept of dialect
from a linguistic perspective, such as Joshua Fishman's Sociolinguistics In Discovering
American Dialects. Roger Shay discusses specifically the regional dialects of our coun
try, how they arose. and hov they spread This provides a good introduction to -
dialects in a familiar context I :hapter Four of Walt Wolfram and Ralph Fasold*s The
Study of Social Dialects in American English looks closely at the social factors
underlying dialect.differences For a collection of observations about different dialect
features. the volume edited by Juanita Wtlliamson and Virginia Burke. A Various
Language. provides good sele(tion F xplormq Prated% the second booklet in this
senes. also.giyes a ..ummary of features that have been found in both social and
regk,tal dialects

LANGUAGE STANPARDS

Even though there are many dialects of English, isn't there
Just one way of speaking English that is generaHy, recog-
nixed as correct?

There are numerous dialects within the Unglisli language an the last se( non. we
talked only about 1J S English unNine if we tried to tmlude England. Australia. and
other countries where English is spoken I However. there is no (me ((mei t i.say
speak English. in the sense that 0114) set of language patterns is si)lnetu A.4 ultimo itly

4.
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better than all the others In tem% of what vs generally terognwed glis t. are reitain
language pottems that are prefend over tither. according to smug norms These are'
Oen falked about as the -(mTeCt.. ts4 of English hut the, 1% itt Walk a decision based
on social. not ,Ingutstx acceptability

-Cotrect- Is a judgment that we wake timualli, bawd iin s.114144 nhjechvi. .4,4, lit in
formatum For example Ihe result of an ad.fition trrohlem hke 7 plus 3 thr. on, tot
tect solution 1101 and all (afters Ate stw4,tt4c.1 (ll. 9 etc ) lo curthrnehe we. can
assume that thew volt he Owe and , rdy ime coned atni.weeTi. compare thts wer
language 441(1 We Mast 100k fin a Ni.: of ohter nye fats against %filth u,e might fudge
whether sonwthmq ..1 language is collect in nyinti4 t .

One set ill facts we might he able to ifepend ti is mu ability to siitCide What Cdn
and cann.a count cis English So for einple when ue hear 4 sentonce like. They will
amtv tottPorote. 141 (4111 OPPAIW that It is English and thetefote In thdt 14en40 -CM
red On the other hand we would know that Attn, uill t.nnottwt thei; of Ps
antneomt dema:o ate both incorrect- as Fuglisir sentenres in that sense although the
latter wonld qualify for anothet language 'similarly KV SM,uki jutigtf polo/ to he a '
conect h-rm of Lrighsh hut noshi4 would not he ao:epted In ear h rase we wem to
he ulentifying things that speakers 41 English might say as opposed to everything else
This is haserj on out know!edge 4 if the rivlish language This is .aie set of objective
hilts 5..) hteit WV sh.444' as speakers o Friglish .

Wlien it tome, h4 way. of ..ivio.. things that an. ni.a 4.41,441 b., Ai Slieaket:Of
Enqhsh the notn it. of I one( t her- any.. quite t-otarovetsial ihis i an 111)5A he Wen
hi; askant titatiet.ne about sentences Moo 1 done a if:fnrig 44 1 can 4 see ni*th-ell it's,.
deaf that thew ate hr oh powiste sewer:des ,fl I nosh whs.,, v01,0414, 4,410

'sentence i'ke this %Ste .....^tfifin't WAtit ti t I taint that the% weren t sp .aking English in
this sense then thew ate h.ith *.atect 1 .1.111sh senten:es in 1 1 .iftrAtst With tItPti
rtigh.,11 I if tWeVet it .,-. its (141.. ..4 in wt .tte .04)W them t knit Me that .0.Trfl: hem that
1154.% en t 4441,1 I 4 4 Invi I. I 1141 I Ili. .1t'evrf '.-11114 al P. .1 155,is4iil4t0 IA:hrieft' ronert
nes., is iettifyilt,,.,1 t),. I- I, t!.14,i:ity tatho than act 45144 4. 411 in't.4i4, witth 'thew n't
fedi 1,4;,,, ,t! term, .4 . stle, 1:5.44 f.t, 1:. f ir tf011fi n:tig ...kbethet 1 chtf 1 u.rmui h a 1 don.
if ti UM, iv .5 hornet 14 it. I t i. 04..114, qtat Ott. litlat. In It ... 11.4 44. no mak/1101e puiblont ..

Allots. Imil, 'ale an sv.er :-- 4 t4tit1 ii , il...t pf ,,,!ble then 11.. pie It+_ np,t ta tk.n,' f.f ,

p, 4.41;,4 Fir 401 .1-. !I,' .14. t 1.4..V. I NII. ... I ..t!!'. ,111 4,414,1if1le ttni). 140 I 111)144 st

vs. ftvts tPtiv.i ,0 -:, -sat...Lit-I fe.thite .1,3 c-: :f ...t 'tient .,s-ttit V.stut.st:i ...-1,.....1,. Itt
til,1-.4.- 'tot c ..sit# ., us Y. ,0 .:,11 pnr, , I !.4. At ., tiff" ttf 14454'd it tirsnt t v.
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LANGt.JAGE STANDARDS

iociety al large s onmdered -correct- what ts trot acceptable will he looked on as
"incorrect

Are some diblects more logical than others?

7

No Very often we hear that 1 particular English dialect ts proWtred because it is.
-mote lo-pcal- than some other dialect that has nonstandad features The quality of
twmg 'logical." we assume. relates to being able to express vartoux logical concepts
using the means available in a dialect These toncepts include Matronships hke nega.

trm or conditionalay ft e if theni. as well as the proms of linking expressions in
sequetice in a so cai.led manner The idea that some dialects are more logical
than others resuas Stow the influence of Loguage attitudes. like the concept of "cor-
rect" language Relieving that standard forms of English are somehow inherently bet
let than others many people go on to maintain that certain linguistic structures
ate more logical than others more systematic. even more advantageous for cognitive
developnwnt. There I, no evidence however. to suppod the contention that any .

language variety will interfere with the development of the ability to mason. or the
ability to express logical concepts All :anguages-- and, dialects of languages
adequately provide for the concfptualizatton and expri st.on of logical propositions.
but the particular manner of this exinession may &her among language systems

What about the use of double negatives? Isset that dlogIcar
The use of %II calk double negani.N.- or MO negative forms in a single

sentence often cited as evidence that a particular variety is illogical Accoreng to
this argument the two negatives in a sentence like Thee can't go nowhere should
<ante! eai h other so that the meaning should be a positive statement (They can go
..ewnewheret Since sentences like Om age used with a negente interpietation. the
clann is made th.d the structure is dlnoical (According to thr. position. Nobode can't
qo nowhere Watt One.. negative s. would have to lx, accepted as a t Native sentence
11. 'wet er the natteal logx t language users is not identical to formal mathematic
logic whew two negatives do yield a positive N. mai allows both sentences.
Piet. carli ,741 an,.here and Thee r go nowhere. to have a negative interpreta

&rending on the convention, oi the particular dtalei t Both ate expressions of
the 1,4t al ..Tyeett it t.egatton. the .angik; negated form ts socially acceptable. the

hi- negat-d timn is not It I.. intefestmg It mite tha nniltipk' mcation has been an
sif, tine in Untlinji ifl itio pa,t during the Crfti I riglish and M.ddle English

Du. ha41,1.. it, favoring Ow %mole negatwe itt wntente rhev
tRthun/ p. a e,s,,k. de,1,-.1tment I,. the him ii iattquage. the uw

fit hto o-tattyt- %%I ttd, Ole p(Js) Is OW Ctatt.'rit .4.11111.1tl 1..1 niktii. a legattee
:,1 e4 Sal pa% 1

But aren't some dialect, simpler versions of others?
Ds.Ne.c, ,t attgage ate tdated ..tie !) thittert:e.1
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LANGUAGE STANDARDS

endings of words." or "not using complete sentences." The English speakers who are
said to "leave off tht. endings of words" are really using a pronunciation rule that all
English speakers use. All speakers of English will, in casual speech. sometimes pro
nounce a word like fast as fas'. "leaving off' the final t. as in fasbreak. If you listen
carefully to the speech of those around you. you'll probably notice this rule in use to
varying degrees. It's not sloppy speech at all, it's just one of the pronunciation rules of
English that happens moie.often in casual speech.

This rule of English is used somewhat differently in certain dialects, and so it is
often ,toticed and commented on by speakers,of other dialects. One difference is that
it is u..ed more often in general. so the higher frequency makes it noticeable. Also, fast
can be iminonnced kis' in a situation like fas* or slow, where ttw absence of the t
sountl itt axeabk, because of the vowel at the beginning of the next word. The quali-
ty 01 "leaving off endings of words" is really a case of a rule of English that is used
with minor. but noticeable. differences by different groups, but it is not restricted to
my one group The pattent of relationship between varieties can be oescribed ac-
cording to tlwse differences in the way the rule works, but it is not at all a question of
"simpler versions"

Certain groups of children have been referred to is "dis-
advantaged." Often, people talk ab.mt "cultural disadvan-

, tage" and "linguistic disadvantrge," which would seem to
mean that these children need help with their language. If
the dialects aren't less logical, or simpler, what's the
pro.,lem?

The term "lingeistically disadvantaged" is a Misnomer in the way it is typically used.
As we have seen, no variety of a language is inherently better than another: none is
less logical or less complex than others. Thetefore, no speakers have a disadvantage
in their ability to function as a result of the variety of the language that they acquire.

The reality of the social situation in this country cannot be denied, however. In
many ways, culturally and lingaistically different groups are at a disadvantage because
of their less favored status within society. The social ctisadvantage is a product of the
fact that these groups are viewed as lacking in certain`preas (the so-called "cognitive"
(it "environmental handicap"). Therefore. they must ch'inge in order to be accepted.
Success in school, foi example. may depend on their bRing able to change their
language and cultural behavior- and adapt to school norms For the member of a
mainstream group. no change or adaptation is necessary In this sense, culturally dif
ferent groups may he considered "at a disadvantage" although they are not intrinsical-
ly "disadvantaged

This view seems very different from what most people have said. Is
this now the generally accepted potaition about thesellifferent
groups?

Thew are two marry schools or thought on questions relating to groups that differ
linguistically and culturahy from mainstream society Briefly. they can he referte d to as

defrit position and the diffetencr po Aunt In terms of language. proponent;
of the "deficit position heliew that speakers of dialet ts with nonstandard forms have
a Lim& ap. not only stx-iallv. but cognitively. because the chalet ts are "illogical," or

I
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sloppy, or possess various other neghtive qualities. Intelligence test scores and results
of other standardized measures are often cited as evidence for this position. (Problems
of bias in testing ate typically not addressed.) Based on these test scores. recommen-
dations are often made for remedial language training and other treatments. The con-
cept of -compensatory education" evolved from this position, where echication pro.
grams were designed to fill in the gaps in language and other skills caused by the
students' linguistic and environmental handicaps. According to this position. then.
speakers of nonmainstream dialects have a language deficit that can impede their
cognitive and social development.

The other position, and the one advocated here, views various groups of
speakers in terms of the differences in their language systems. Since no one system
can be shown to be inherently better, there is no reason to assume that using a par
ticular dial ,ct can be associated with having any kind of deficit or advantage. The
evidence from test scores and school performance that is called on to support the
need for remediation should be examined more closely. If you assume that a par-
ticular dialect is best, if you aceept and encourage only that dialect during the educa-
hon process and if you also test ability and achievement through the medium of that
dialect, then it should not be surprising that students who enter school already speak-
ing it tend to fare better than those who use a different dialect. According to the "dif-
ference" position, the equality and inherent adequacy of *the functioning dialects
should be accepted. and an understanding of the attitudes and values of society
toward the dialects and therr speakers is needed in order to deal with them. The U.S.
situation is in no way unique, by the way. The acceptance of a standard language
accompanied by negatiVe attitudes toward the other language varieties isan
unavoidable product of the interaction of language and society.

The topic of standard English seems to be quite controver .
sial, especially in edugation, but it's often not clear what is
meant by the term. What does the term STANDARD
ENGLISH refer to?

4

There really no single dialect of English that corresponds to a "standard" English.
although the popular belief is that such a dialed exists m the speech of those who
speak so.called "good" English. This belief is aouallv lose to the truth. 5ince the
speech of a certain gymp of people does define wha is considered standard in
English However, the norms are not identical in all r )mmunities. and there are two
sets of norms that can be recognized the informal stindard and the formal standard.

The norms of language usage that membeo of a community consider to be ac
ceptable constitute the "informal standarc406erican English" This set of norms relates
to the way certain people actually speak and allows variation between communities
"ForMal standard English.- on the other hand. inc ludes the norms prescribed in gram
mar books and finds its Mkn-tion. if anywhere. in the written language. For example.
the formai standard dictate's that certain distinctions should be made in the use of shalt
and will, that one should avoid ending A sentence with a preposition. and
Ht )wever. acceptable usage dews ne net essanly confinm to thew nennis ar.d inftnmal
standard English e..ould admit sente.nce's like They're the one% von %tumid depeml on.
with no stigma an ched. despite the. final preposition In fad an utterance like link.
are the ones on whmn you she mid thpend ts pre Amble,' a«.eptable in many en
cumstances because of as formality
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Does anyone speak standard Efiglish?

LANGUAGE 5TANDARDS

It is unlikely that anyone speaks the standard language, if the formal standard is
used as a reference point. The formal standard is generally limited to the written
language of certain people, so that it appears only in the most formal style of the
highly educated, and probably older, members of society. The informal standard is
spoken, however, by those whose language usag4 sets the guidelines for what is
acceptable in each community.

Two observations need to be made about the informal standard. First, since all
speakers control a range of styles. someone who is considered a standard English
speaker may use particular language patterns that are clearly nonstandard. For exam-
ple. in an appropriate situation, a standard speaker might use ain't, or Fred and him
went . . This would not indtcate that the speaker had become,a speaker of a
nonstandard dialect of English. Rather, it is a manifestation of a basic feature of
language. the variability of its forms. Second, there is no one standard English ac-
cording to this setof norms, but many different varieties that qualify as standard. For
example. a standard speaker from Maine and a standead speaker from Tennessee
would have quite different pronunciation patterns, and probably certain other dif-
ferences as well. They would bOth be accepted as standard English speakers in their
own communities, though. and in most others as well, despite the fact that their "ac-
cent" might be noticed outside their home region. Thus. there is a range of language
patterns, particularly in the area of pronunciation, that is acceptable according to the
informal norms, but there is also a unified notion of what is not acceptable that cont
stitutes part of the informal standard for American English.

Who decides which dialects are standard and which are non-
standard?

In every society there are people whose position or status makes their judgments
about language.use more powerful than those of other peol3le. This group includes
those who make decisions that can significantl, affect the lives of .others. including, for
example. teachers 'and employers in our society These are the peo.ple who decide
who will be hired or who wilt progress iv school: their Aidgments about what is good -
and bad in language enter into their evaluations of people. giving those judgments
added weight These are also the people who are looked up to by members of th
community, whose opinions atlmtjnatters like language would typically be respeted.
Their speech habits are admired an rye as a model of acceptability.

Standard American English. then. t g a composite of the real spoken language of
this group of professionals. the educated middle-class Since members of this group in
Chicago might sound quite different from their counterparts in Charleston. we need to
recognize the existence of a number of dialects of standard American English. This in-
formal set of normsAs the one that really counts in terms of social acceptance. It is im-
portant. for this reason. to disctIminate carefully between those artificial norms that
make up the formal standard and the informal, influential norms of social acceptability.

Suggested Readings
For further information about the notion of standard EInghsh. we "Vanations in

Standard American Eagiish- by Raven MdMvid wl,Th describes differences between
standard English dialects both historically and currently Also. ant, history of English.
such as Thomas Nes Origins and Developnwnt of the English Language. will give a
good view of how ..tandard English has changed historically flu. isquality of dialects I..
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persu&sively supported by William. Labov in "The Logic of Nonstandard English,"
where he also argues against 'the verbal deficit pcksition. For more extensive consider&
tion of the "difference" and "deficit" positions. the4ollection of papers edited by
Frederick Williams entitled Language and Poverty can be consulted.

DIALECT DIFFERENCES ik EDUCATIQN -

What are the consequences of dialects in education? Do e.

they pose any problems?

Complex and contro%,,ersial issues concerning dialects and education have been
debated for quite a while, most intensely since the late 1960s. Because of the close
relationship between minority and dialect groups. questions about the civil rights of the
people irfvolved have also come up in this regard. One central issue has been whether
or not to require the use of a standard dialect in the course of education. Such a re-
quirement is considered to be discriminatory by some, since it places an extra burden
on certain groups and may mean they will not receive the same educational op-
portunity as other groups. An insistence on standard English forms may hinder the ac-
quisition of other edlicational skills and make it more difficult for these students to
succeed in school. Others argue that is is a responsibility of the education system to
teach a standard diatect so that all groups will have a better chance for equal op.
portunity in later life. For instance, a lack of facility with tandard 4glith may cause
problems for ihelidult in obtaining employment Prospei ts for success in school and
in later life, then. may be related to some of the attitudes society holds toward dif-
ferent dialects.

*But doesn't everybody have to learn to speak better English in
school? Why is it so hard for some groups?

There are aspects of schooling that deal with language skills, such as composition.
and in that sense everyone studies language. Students also may develop a wider
range of language styles in school. They may lewn, for example. that ways of speak-
ing used at home are not always appropriate for the 'classroom. when meeting people
for the first time. etc. They may also increase the size of their vocabulary as they work
through content area as well as language skill instruction. While this is not actually a
question of learning to speak "better" English. there Is certainly some development of
language skills for educational and social purposes.

The reason it is "so head" for some gtoups is that they don't necessarily start
from the same base that others do in terms of the language and social habits that
have been developed' in the home community. Before they can progress through a
school curriculum in this area, members of these groups must often develop a facility
with certain standard dialect forms. Thus, these students have extra work to do simply
because they don't have the same background as others.

Are there other ways in'which dialect differences can affect educa-
tion?

Yes. Dialect diffmences between groups of students can affect the quality of
edtkation received by the students in at least two ways. One area that has been wide.

7 7
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ly discussed is the oossibihty that a child's dialect may interfere with the acquisition of
various skills (such as reading) and information on which later success might depend.
More subtle, and perhaps more crucial, are the social consequences of being a,ttem-
ber of a different dialect group.. The attitudes of teachers, school personnel, and other
students can Have a tremendous impact on the education process. Often, people who
hear a nonstandard dialect make erroneous assumptions about the speaker's intent. 4

gence. When a teacher or other school official reacts in.this way, the reiult can be
very serious. Studies have shown that there can be a self-fulfilling prophecy in teach-
ers' 1.2liefs about theii students' abilities. It is possible that if a teacher underestimates '
a child's ability because of dialect diffeiences, perladps as a tired result, the dlild will
do less well in that class. In some cases, students are "tracked" with the so-called
slower groups. or even plared in special classes for the mentally handicapped because
of their speech patterns. The child's self-concept may also be injured if negative opin-
ions are encountered frequently. So, matters of educational and social equity are
related to dialect differences. '

Are all these problems caused by dialect alone? There seem to be
other factors contributing to difficulties in the classroom beyond the
way some students speak.

Linglirstic differences befween groups are just one factor in the larger context of
cultural differences.. Members of society's various 'groups tend to share a set of linguis-
tic and cultural characteristics. (Culture is used here in the sense of patterns of behav-
ior shared by members of a social group.) Not only ways of speaking, but values, atti-
tudes touard education. conceptions'of politeness, and virtually all socially determined
features can vary, from one group to the next. Mainstream groups are considered to
exhibit socially acceptable behavior, both linguistically and culturally. Nonmainstream
group mem6ers tend to diverge to some extent from the norms qn both counts.

The classroom consequences of cultural differences are very similar to those
caused by linguistic differences. Cultural attitudes affect the interactions of students
with teachers and fellow students. There are numerous instances recorded where
behaviors Nave been misinterpreted because of a cultural difference between teacher
and student. For example. Native American children in the Southwest have been
labeled as passive or nonverbal and have had their level of intelligence misjtidged
because they seem unresponsive in the classroom. Acc;Srding to the rules of their
culture, however, they are behaving appropriately in that situation and a response or
any real active participation would be impertinent or disrespectful. Others report in-
stances of culture/dashes in newly integrated classrooms. Black children sometimes
get reprimanllen for "blurting out" an answer before being called on. or humqVg and
making other noises while working independently. Although these actions inay reflect
cultural patterns that are accepted anti expected in the community, the teacher may

4't see them as disrespectfuand disobedient Such cultur.tl differences, like linguistk dif-
ferences, present complex issues for classrc.om practice. and (oilure to recognize them
can lead to educational inequity

Shouldn't we be realistic about how the student needs to
speak and behave in order to succeed in life? Aren't we do-
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ing.more of a disservice if we ignore the differences and
pretend that they don't matter?.

Being realistic about the social situatidn, in terms of being aware of the social factors
at work, is importaat. Certainly, ignoring the differences and pretending they don't
matter is not advisable. The specific course of action taken ln response to the dif-
ferences,Vough, depends on the beliefs and goals Of the individual teacher, the
school. ana\the com1hunfty, There is really only one recommendation that can be
made at e general level:Whatever decision is reached, the people involved shotda be
aware of the facts of the language and culttire situation and should have enough in-
fofination to make.a choice and understandits consequences. This includes our own
and others'. attittides toward different vaileties of English.

. Whet ere some of the alternatives?

There are three basic alternatives that can be identified, in terms of hcSw a school
program can deal with dialect differences: (a) accommodate all dialects. (b) require.'
that a dialect of standard English be learned and used. or (c) Identify a position
somewhere between (a) and (b).

-The first alternative, accommodating all dialects, is based on. the belief that all
dialects are equal and no one should be penalized because of their acquired dialect.
This could mean that a conscious effort would be .made to allow full use of a student's
native dialect of English and it would form the base on which education could build.
Special programs might be adopted and tested to lessbn an* interference from the
native dialect in the acquisition of certain skills and i'nformation in the school setting.

The other extreme position that can be taken is to insist that a dialect of standard
English be acqttired and used in the chool context. Support for this position comes
from the belief that such a variety is needed for success in later life. Following this
philosophy, special programs might be allowed to teach forms of standard English. but
other programs would not need to be changed. The native dialect may be accepted
outside school contexts or discouraged entirely (although presumably someone who is
familiar with the social factors in the situation would not advocate the latter course). If
standard English is required, but the native Flialect is also accepted, then the goal
being worked toward can be termed "bidialectalism" (like "bilingual"), refOiring to near
equal facility with two dialeds of English.

The third, alternative fang between these two extremes, and is undoubtedly the
direction most often followed. The native dialect is accepted for certain uses and a
dialed of standard Entlish is encouraged or demanded for other uses. For example, in
'terms of mastering certain skills in school, a plan like the following might be devloped.
In recognition of the fad that most written langUage that will be encountered in life
will be a standarilvariety. a student will be expected to develop the capabihty to read
and write a standard English dialect. A student would not be requireid to eliminate the
native dialect in speakhg. but efforts would be made to work towar.i competence in
dealing with the standard written forms of the language, both in reading them and in
producing them in writing. In this way. the two (or more) dialects tw uld be used by
the student for different purposes, much in the same way that people use different
styles of speaking for different situations. This is just one example of the type of com-
promise that can be reached between the first two positions.

Q

fto
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Suggested Readings

Other booklets in this series treat specific areas *of educational concern: Speech
Pathology and Dialect Difference& Reading and Dialect Differences. Language Arts
and Dialect Differences. They should be referred to for more extensive discussion of
issues in each area. The consequences of teacher attitudes on students' performance
are documented by R. Rosenthal atrd Lenore Jacobson in Pygmalion in the
Classroom. This "pygmalion effect," specifically in terms of languagi attitudes, is
vesftgted by Frederick Williams et al in their report dn ".Ethnic Stereotyping and
Judgrients of Children's Speech." For further details on this phenomenon, these
works should be. consulted. Finally, the collection of articles in A Pluralistic Nation,
edited by Margaret A. Lourie and*Nancy Faires Conklin, includes a number of
interesting papers that deal with linguistic and cukural differences and education

.issues. Many of the topics introduced in this section are discussed by the various
authors included in this volume.

DIALECT DIFFERENCES THE BROADER CONTEXT

Is information about dialeCt differences useful for people
in areas outside education?

/

The issues arising over dialed differences in education are actually just a reflection
of these issues in the broader social context. There are many different practical cdnse-
quences of dialed differences, but the most pervasive issue is related to attitudes
about language. A number of research studies focusing on language attitudes show
that speakers of nonstandard dialects are generally held in low esteem. Furthermore.
this low esteem is typically extended to other personal attributes. including morality.
integrity. and intelligence. In other words. attitudes about language trigger a whole set
of Stereotypes and prejudices based on underlying social and ethnic differeaces. Since
people readily recognize social and 'ethnic differences in language. it, is cruciar to pro.
mote accurate knowledge about the 'nature of dialect differences irr all segments of our
society.

One of the interesting aspects of recent studies of language attitudes is the young
age at which such attitudes may be acquired In fact. one study showed that children
as young as three to five years of age were quite accurate in recognizing differences in
language and made associations with other types of behavior on the basis of language
differences. These findings are in line with research findings about the socialization of
prejudice, which takes place very early in life and manifests itself in many different
details of behivior.

Regardless of what litiguists say, don't People have a right to have
an opinion about wh.tt I. good and.bad English? After all, there are
standards for good and bad manners, and people don't view them in
terms of prejudice. Why can't good English be considered the same
wy?

No one call really argue with a perStA:Spreference for.ore dialect over 41110110.
and such preferences do not in themselves create problems T,w problems Nip horn 49
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, the interpretation of*the significance of dialect differences. If the preference of one
dtalect is accompanied by an understanding that this choice does not imply inherent
individual or social superiority. iknd that dialect differences are unrelatetto matters of
morality and intelligence, then no argument can be made with such a choicz. What
linguists object to is the unwarranted interpretation of differences in terms of native
stereotypes and prejudices.

Judgments concerning language preference are similar to judgments about other
kinds of preferred manners. but they etre also different in some important ways...A fork
may be preferred to a spoon in eating peas. just as the form Isn't may be preferred
OVer ain't, but in the former case, no one would argue that ithere is greater nutritional
value, or even that it is more efficient. 'to eat peas with a fIrk: IQ the cage of language. -..
however, traditional values about language usage often involve judgments about ade-
quacy and efficiency in communication: they are not limited to simple preferences. In
a sense, this is akin to saying that there is greater nutritional value in eating peas with
a fork.

.

Linguists seein to give the impressioi that anything people say is
okay. Is this really true?

There we several dimensions to the question of "being okay.- from a linguistic
viewpoint, that need to be clarified. Linguists typically maintain that all diale, ts have
rules which govern, the patterns of speech. and. as long as people follow the rules of,
their dialect. they are "talking oki:y." From 4 technical linguistic perspectrve, then. ac
ceptable speech is defined as that which follows the linguistic rules of the dialect

To say that something is linguistically okay does not necessarily mean that it is
socially ,icceptable. A form like We was here might be governed by a linguistic rule in
a particular dialect, but it is not preferred as a standard English form. Linguists are
aware of this fact and often have their own social preferences about speech. But the
social preference is clearly distinguished from a linguistic assessment of acceptability
made in terms of language rules

The dimensions of linguistic and social acceptability also relate to how the label
"ungrammatical- is ustd As hnguists use the term it is reserved for those cases in
which structures do not follow the rules of a particular dialect So. the sentence We
wa here would be considered grammatical in this definition since it follows the rules
of a particular dialect. even if it does not follow the rules of the standard variety A
sentence such as / b twit: a hat yellow would be considered ungrammatical.
however. since it «ws not folliiw the rules in any particular dialect of English This
technical definitioi: pf grammatical and ungrammatical structures should he
guished from the popular use of the terms in.vinch Imgraminatic al usually wfeis to
socially unacceptable sentences, such as We ryas here From the standpoint of &sent)
ing language. it 40ems essential to S4 pat ate linguistic and social arceptahirity

The impressuin atxiut the -lingiiistk with respect to what is '`v1c4y** in
language use is true in the technical sense of -okay-. that is. forms are accept:ible umtI
gremmatical a., long as thee ft illow the requlai rule. of puticiilam dtatect

in most cases. this ifiseivation is made without distinquishinu between lingurstu and
social acceplability

9
After all is sai4 and done, we still have diaject differences,
and they are assoCiated with various social differences.
Wouldn't it be simpler if the dialect differences were Just
leveled, and everyone spoke the same way? At least ther

91
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.

we could eliminate mime of the prejudites associated with
dieWct differences, couldn't we?

Dialect differences are a fact of life in our diverse society. As long as there are .

socially and regionally differentiated groups, !hese differences will Ix. maintained. So
any expectation that dialect differences might be eliminated is unrealistic Oven the *
facts of social structure. Furthermore, the expectation of uniformity is contrary to the
varied traditions which have contributed this country's make-ttp. The possibilay of .

leveling of dialect differences wo44 also depepd on a:Is:sire on .the part of speakert
of different dialects fo: this tO take place. As'it`turns out, this Is certaiplf not tile case;
Deapite the high esteem assodated witkiandardInglith on a superfidallevel..there
is iesearch supporting the conclusion that dialed differences areviewed -posifivpty.on
a deeper level. For example positive tstalues of fortlirightnese. physical prowess. (Le.-
"toughness") and ethnic and socia)' identity may be tied up with different nonstandagd
dialects.

What-about the effect of maim media on dialicts? Don't these really
have a leveling effeet on them, so that they reduce the differences
between the varieties?

The fed Of the mass media on dialect differences is difficult to determine. For
thimost I art. however.,individuals are not prone to use "media language." such as
that of national newscasters or jcIfirnalists, as a model for their own speech. They may
recognize it as different, but not a model to emulate. This is partici due to the fact
that they are not in direct social c:/ntact with the writers for the-point media and the ,

,speakers in the broadcast nedia (radio and television) There is little point in adjusting
your speech to match that of a televisitm newscaster if th fl never know you did
it. This lack of ditect social contact makes the mass media'inuc influential than .

other peer.gi oils). members that an individual speaker interacts with frequently.
'There aze also aspects of media language usage which may actually reinforce the

usefulness of dialed differences. Some personalities may prOject a regional and/or
ethnic dialect as a positive attribute thuough the media When they appear br are
reported on in print or in the hroadcast.media. the dialect they use recefves favorable
attention .At on a local level, the use of regional and ethnic dialects may be directly
programmed to appeal to a loc4l population Local radio -soul sta'ions" are an exam
ple of this programming So. th4 effect of the media with respect to dialect differences
is certainly not uniform

Haven't some of the major dialects leVeled to some extent in the
past generation? Don't people in America actually talk more alike
now than they did' say. 50.years ago?

The examination of dialect differences across different generations does show
some Leveling between dialects Older rePresentatives of different social. regional, and
ethnic varieties tend to diffet more in their si eech than tl.e younger generation The
exact cause of this is hard to determine. although increased education, greater
accessibility to regionally isolated amts. and expanded occupational opportunitte.:
have all played some role It is probably a combhiation of factors rather than one
primary reason which accounts for this kveling

While some dialect differences have lessened. 'his should not be tiiken to mean
that we can predict the extinction of English dialects Ilwre is evcmy reamm to believe
that different dialect , will cont Jule to be maintained In the long run. thesg differences
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a
are a tribute to the various.traditions and heritages which have combined to make up
the diakcts Of English. .

Suggested Reading.
= Although the literature base dealing with.dialects in other contexts is much less ex-
tensive than that for educational topics. there etre somrreferences that would provide
interesting reading. The question of language attitudes is considered from a numbir of

!persPectives in the volume edited by Roger Shuy and Ralph Fasold entitled Language
I. Attitudes: Current Trends and Prospect& The consequet ces of these attitudes are

**insect directly by Ian. Han lock in 'identity. Equality and Standard Language"
where he grgues that no one*should be denied-full participation in education or access
to emplowt ant as a result of their linguistic background. The early age at which

. languaritAttrudes are acquired is reveales1 in the research by Mari! 01 Rosenthal
reported on in The Magic Boxes: Children and Black English. Finally, for anyone in-
terested in a more in-depth discussion of a pgrticular dialect.J.L. Dillard's Black
English is a very readarrle treatment of both the educational and social ramifications of
speaking Black English.
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